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About the Book

‘I had a simple choice. Stay here, and almost certainly be discovered.


Or get up and run.’


THE WITNESS

When Jane Kinnear sees her lover being murdered, she suddenly finds herself in danger. Taken to an anonymous police safe-house, it soon becomes clear that her lover was an MI5 informant with important information about an imminent terrorist attack.


THE DETECTIVE

DI Ray Mason of Counter Terrorism Command is a man with a controversial past, but his effectiveness at getting results means that he’s now been given the task of preventing the attack from taking place. But can he be trusted, and does he know more about the attack than he’s letting on?


THE KILLER

In the safe-house, Jane is trying to piece together a description of her lover’s killer. But what she doesn’t know is that the killer has already found out who she is, and where she is hiding.


And now he’s coming for her …
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About the Author

Simon Kernick is one of Britain’s most exciting thriller writers. He arrived on the crime writing scene with his highly acclaimed debut novel The Business of Dying, the story of a corrupt cop moonlighting as a hitman. Simon’s big breakthrough came with his novel Relentless which was the biggest selling thriller of 2007. His most recent crime thrillers include Siege, Ultimatum, Stay Alive and The Final Minute. He is also the author of the bestselling three-part serial thrillers Dead Man’s Gift and One By One.


Simon talks both on and off the record to members of the Counter Terrorism Command and the Serious and Organised Crime Agency, so he gets to hear first hand what actually happens in the dark and murky underbelly of UK crime.
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For Janine. You were, and are, an inspiration.


Prologue

Now

The gunshot explodes in my ears, the bullet hitting the door only inches from my head, and, although I’m sitting on the floor, I actually jump, letting loose a terrified gasp.

I’m scared. Jesus, I’m scared.

‘Tell me the truth or the next bullet takes you,’ demands the gunman. He’s standing barely two metres from me, the smoking pistol pointed at my head. His eyes are alive with hatred and anger and I know that he means what he says. He will kill me.

‘It is the truth,’ I tell him with more confidence than I’m feeling.

‘Bullshit,’ he snaps, his gun hand steady. ‘Last chance. I will kill you without question.’

The room stinks of death. A man lies sprawled against a kitchen unit opposite me, his face and body a mask of blood. He doesn’t move. Nor does the woman lying on her side behind the gunman. A pool of thick dark blood is slowly forming round her head where a bullet from the very same gun now pointed at me blew a hole the size of a golf ball in it only a few minutes ago.

I open my mouth to speak, knowing I’m going to have to give this man the information he’s looking for, even though it will cost me everything.

And then I hear it. The sound of the back door to the house being kicked open, followed by angry shouts of ‘Armed police!’ as they come running down the hall.

‘I am a police officer,’ a man calls out from just outside the door. ‘There’s no need for anyone to get hurt.’

‘It’s not what you think,’ the gunman staring down at me calls back. ‘I’m a police officer too.’

‘Then we can sort this out,’ says the other man.

The next second they’re in the room, two men in plainclothes, their guns pointing at the gunman covering me.

‘Put your weapon on the floor now,’ says the one on the left. ‘Nice and slowly.’

‘It’s not what you think,’ the gunman repeats, his voice tight with tension, never taking his gun, or his gaze, from me.

‘It doesn’t matter what I think,’ says the one on the left. ‘You need to lower your weapon now.’

Nothing happens. I have my hands in the air, the expression on my face one of total fear. My heart is hammering away in my chest and I feel like I’m going to faint.

‘Drop the weapon. Now.’

The gunman doesn’t move.

‘I said: drop the fucking weapon.’

The gunman’s finger tightens on the trigger. ‘If you shoot me, my last bullet takes her out,’ he says.

And that’s when I know I’m going to die.


Last Night


One

Jane Kinnear

I LOOKED AT the two police officers sitting next to my hospital bed and asked if I could possibly have a cigarette. ‘I know it’s not allowed, but I’m desperate for something just to calm the nerves and I can hardly go outside. Not after …’ I let my words trail off. It was obvious to all of us I didn’t need to finish the sentence.

The more senior of the two officers – an attractive black woman in her early thirties, dressed casually in a neat leather jacket and tight white T-shirt – looked like she was going to say no but then she turned to her colleague, a thin guy about the same age, with slicked-back receding hair. ‘Have you got any objection to this lady breaking the law, DC Jeffs?’

‘As long as I can have one as well,’ he said, throwing me a leery smile.

‘I’m afraid I haven’t got any,’ I said.

‘Here, have one of mine.’

DC Jeffs pulled a pack of Silk Cut from his jacket pocket and lit two, handing one to me. I took the cigarette with shaking hands and a murmured thank you, and sucked deep. It tasted good. I blew the smoke up towards the ceiling and took two more long puffs while they waited patiently, before tapping the ash into an empty plastic cup by my bed. Finally, feeling calm for the first time that night, I turned to the black detective, who’d introduced herself to me as DS Anji Abbott.

‘Where do you want me to begin?’ I asked.

She smiled, placing a tape recorder on the bedside table. ‘At the beginning.’

I nodded slowly, steeling myself against what was to come and, with a deep breath, started talking.

‘I first met Anil at a hardware shop of all places. I was buying industrial-strength drain cleaner, and he was buying – well, I can’t actually remember what he was buying. I was more interested in him. He was a good-looking guy, a little on the short side, and a couple of pounds heavier than I’d normally go for, but he had well-defined features and the kind of face that smiles easily.

‘I’ll be straight. I was attracted to him. He had nice hands too, which is something I always check out in a man. So I made sure I caught his eye, gave him a big smile, and that was it. We started chatting, exchanged phone numbers, and within forty-eight hours we were out on a date.

‘That was two weeks ago. We’d had one more date before tonight, a dinner at a local restaurant, which ended with a kiss on the pavement outside, and which might have gone further if I hadn’t stopped myself, remembering my cardinal dating rule: never sleep with a man before date three. If he can’t wait until then he’s just a player and best avoided.

‘Anyway, date three was tonight. I don’t drive so we arranged for Anil to pick me up from home in Watford and take me to his place in a little village a few miles from me, where he was going to cook. I think we both knew that we were going to be sleeping together and to be honest I was a little nervous. I’ve always been a very sexual person. That doesn’t mean I’m a maneater, far from it, just that it’s important to me that a man knows what he’s doing in the bedroom. I’ve had more than my fair share of sexual disasters and, because I liked Anil, I was really hoping sparks would fly while simultaneously fearing that they wouldn’t, if you can understand that?

‘The moment he turned up at my house, though, I knew something was wrong. He was tense and distracted, a complete contrast to the other times I’d seen him, and it was clear something was on his mind. I even gave him the opportunity to leave the date for another night, and by God I wish he had, but he told me that no, he was OK, he’d just had a hard day at work. That was another thing about Anil. He was very vague about what he did for a living. Apparently he was a partner in a small family-run business importing boutique furnishings from India but that was about as far as I ever got with it, and it was clear he wasn’t that interested in elaborating. But it obviously paid OK because he lived in a pretty detached cottage at the end of a winding country lane backing on to fields. It all seemed very different to the suburb in Watford that I called home.

‘“So what culinary delights have you got in store for me tonight?” I asked him as we got out of the car and headed for the front door.

‘“Ah, well, there’s a bit of a problem there,” he said. “It’s been a really hectic day with work and I haven’t had a chance to do the dish I wanted, but I know a great Thai place that’ll deliver for us.” He gave me a smile that looked far too forced as he unlocked the door and we went inside.

‘It wasn’t exactly the most auspicious start to the evening but at least his house was warm and it turned out he had a decent supply of high-quality white wine, which is always a good way of improving things. We shared a crisp bottle of Chablis on his sofa and I think it did the trick for both of us because as he visibly began to relax, so did I. One thing led to another, a second bottle got opened, and we started kissing. I forgot that I was hungry, enjoying the light-headedness that the alcohol provided, and before I really knew it – at least that’s what I told myself – he was leading me upstairs to the bedroom.

‘I wouldn’t say the sex was spectacular but then it rarely is the first time with someone, especially when you’ve both been drinking. But Anil certainly gave a good account of himself and, as we lay there afterwards chatting about this and that, I remember thinking that the evening was shaping up to be a good one.

‘And that was pretty much when it all started to go wrong because the next second I heard the front door opening and a woman calling out Anil’s name.

‘I knew immediately from her cheery, confident tone that this was either Anil’s girlfriend or wife, and the look of utter shock on his face as he shot up in bed just confirmed it. Credit to him though, he knew how to think on his feet.

‘“I’m up in the bedroom, babe,” he called out, sounding just as cheery. “Be down in a mo.” Then he turned to me. “I can explain everything,” he whispered, “but please help me and get under the bed.”

‘“What?” I demanded, flabbergasted by his complete cheek.

‘“She’s volatile. I’m serious. If she finds you here, she’ll kill us both.”

‘He grabbed me and pushed me off the bed, jumping off himself and flinging the wine glasses and the bottle under it. He kicked his clothes under there after them, making remarkably little noise, as if he’d done this sort of thing before, which I suspect he probably had.

‘I could hear the girlfriend/wife coming up the stairs and knew I had to make a decision fast. She hadn’t sounded very volatile when she’d called out from the front door, and maybe I should have just stood there and fronted it out, explained who I was while I got my clothes on, before walking out with my head held high. But, naked and in a strange house, and with only a few seconds to make my decision, I went for the easy option and, yanking on my blouse and jeans, I grabbed the rest of my clothes and wriggled under the bed. There was a good foot of space beneath the frame, which was covered by a frilly valance, so it wasn’t too difficult to manage.

‘“How are you, darling?” he said. “I was just getting ready for bed. I’m absolutely shattered. How come you’re back tonight?”

‘Jesus, I thought, lying there half naked with my nose almost touching the bed frame. Why are some men such complete and utter bastards?

‘And that was the really sad part about it all. The poor woman didn’t suspect a thing.

‘“I couldn’t stick the idea of another night in a hotel,” she said, “so I grabbed an earlier flight. I was going to call but I thought I’d surprise you.”

‘She laughed, and I could hear the crumple of clothes as he hugged her. I wondered if she suspected he was a bit of a philanderer and was just taking the opportunity to check up on him.

‘Either way, it didn’t seem to worry Anil too much. “It’s good to have you back, honey,” he said without a hint of fear in his voice.

‘God, I wanted to slide out from underneath the bed then and say “No it isn’t”, but somehow I kept my cool, wondering how long I was going to be trapped for, especially as Anil had announced that he was getting ready for bed.

‘It didn’t take long for me to get my answer. “Ooh,” I heard her say playfully. “You’re not that tired then …”

‘Oh no, I thought. Surely not. He’s only just done it with me.

‘Thankfully I was saved. “Come on, it’s far too early to go to bed,” she said. “Get dressed and let’s grab a drink at the pub. Have you eaten?”

‘Anil said he hadn’t.

‘“No, me neither. And I’m hungry.”

‘The two of them made small talk while Anil got dressed. He asked her about her trip; she asked what he’d been doing. They sounded just like any other ordinary couple and a part of me was jealous at the casual rapport they had with each other, because I didn’t have anything like that, and hadn’t for a long time. But I reminded myself that the relationship couldn’t be that good if Anil saw the need to be unfaithful, and his wife, who was called Sharon, couldn’t spot it.

‘Sharon kept walking round the bed as she chatted and I experienced an almost childish frisson of excitement at the fact that I was only inches away from her and yet she had no idea I was there. She was wearing pretty open-toed heels and she had nice feet – dainty and golden, with well-kept, plum-coloured nail polish. For some reason, the sight of them made me feel sorry for her. Here was a woman who looked after herself, who thought she was in a relationship with a decent guy, and who was being betrayed day in and day out, because he wasn’t decent at all. He was a piece of shit. I felt a real surge of anger. I wasn’t going to skulk away from this any longer. I was going to come out from under the bed and tell her what her boyfriend was really like. I was going to tell her how I met him, how he wooed me over dinner, how I’d had no idea he was in a relationship otherwise I wouldn’t have touched him with a bargepole, because I’m not that kind of girl, how—

‘“What’s that noise?” said Sharon.

‘“What noise?” said Anil, opening a wardrobe door.

‘But Sharon never got a chance to answer because the next second the bedroom door opened and she let loose a single, surprised gasp. There was a sound like a champagne cork being popped and, after a very short pause, she fell heavily to the floor, landing on her back next to the bed. As I watched dumbstruck, she rolled over on to her side so she was looking straight at me. She was a pretty olive-skinned woman who looked at least part-South Asian and she was wearing a white dress underneath a black coat. She was clutching her stomach with both hands and I could see the dress staining red with blood. Her dark brown eyes were wide and pleading, and it took all my self-control not to cry out.

‘Anil did, though. A terrified “Please, don’t shoot”.

‘There was another sound, like a crackle of live electricity, and I could feel Anil fall back against the bed, the impact banging my nose. The intruder – whoever he was – grabbed a chair from the corner of the room and put it next to where Sharon lay writhing in agony and making low groaning sounds.

‘He manhandled Anil into the chair, and used what sounded like duct tape to secure him.

‘From the angle I had, I could only see the killer’s black boots, although at one point his hand drifted down to wrap duct tape around Anil’s bare ankles, and I saw he was wearing a long-sleeved dark top and gloves.

‘In those moments, I was the most terrified I’ve ever been in my life. I was holding my breath as much as possible, snatching some air only when the killer was making a noise, knowing that if he discovered me there he would almost certainly kill me. That was the worst part. Knowing that at any moment my life could be over. I’d once had a brief fling with a detective who’d worked murders, and he used to tell me that murderers were almost invariably hapless fools acting on the spur of the moment, who didn’t usually mean to do it and never planned their crimes, so consequently were usually caught very quickly. But this person wasn’t like that at all. He – and even though I couldn’t see him I could tell it was a he – was methodical and unhurried, as if he knew exactly what he was doing. He was like something out of a nightmare, and he was barely three feet away from me.

‘The fear almost overwhelmed me then and I had to use every ounce of available willpower to hold it in check, knowing that for me it was, quite literally, the difference between life and death.

‘Anil was coming round now, making tired moaning noises.

‘“What’s going on?” he said groggily.

‘His question was met with a long silence.

‘Then the intruder said, “If you answer my questions truthfully, you die quickly. If you lie, it’ll be slow. Do you understand?”

‘It was, as I’d suspected, a man. It was difficult to pinpoint where the accent came from – it was quite a neutral sound – and I wasn’t really paying that much attention, but I’m fairly sure he was English.

‘“Please. My wife … she’s hurt.”

‘“If you answer my questions, she’ll live.”

‘I didn’t hear Anil’s response, but the killer then asked him how many mobile phones he owned.

‘“Just one,” said Anil, sounding a lot less groggy now.

‘The attacker made a sudden movement and Anil cried out in pain and shock, his body shaking in the chair. Any anger I’d felt for him disappeared in that moment.

‘“I’m going to cut you to pieces if I have to,” continued the killer calmly, “or even burn you alive. But you are going to answer my questions.”

‘“My face,” wailed Anil softly as large drops of blood splashed on to the carpet in front of the chair.

‘“How many phones?”

‘“Two,” he said quickly, his voice tight. “One in my jeans. The other in the drawer behind me.”

‘The killer located the two phones and there was a short delay while I guess he checked them.

‘“Next question,” he said at last. “What do you know about the proposed attack?”

‘“Please. I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about.”

‘“Anil, be realistic. I’m here because I know all about you and your secret life, so there’s really no point in this charade. Now, are you going to cooperate or do you want me to carve open your other cheek?”

‘There was a short pause before Anil spoke, a resigned tone to his voice: “I know the attack’s imminent.”

‘“Who told you that?”

‘“Karim.”

‘“Tell me the details of the attack.”

‘“I don’t know, I promise. I just know that it’s going to be a major operation and that it’s going to happen very soon. That’s all Karim told me. I tried to find out more but he wouldn’t say. I’m not even sure he knows the details himself.”

‘The killer didn’t say anything and I heard him turn and exit the room, followed by footfalls on the stairs, leaving a heavy, cold silence behind. All I could hear was Anil’s laboured breathing and the continual dripping of his blood on the carpet. It struck me then that Anil might try to get me to free him and I prayed he wouldn’t say anything because I knew the killer hadn’t left for long.

‘“Are you OK?” I heard him say, and I felt a sudden flush of fear. “Sharon, honey, are you OK?”

‘Sharon rolled over on to her back. The blood had completely drenched her dress now and her face was pale from blood loss. “Hurt …” she managed to whisper, the effort of speaking almost too much for her.

‘A minute passed. Or it might have been two. It was hard to tell because time seemed to be moving painfully slowly, and I was terrified that Anil would speak to me and the killer would hear him. But then I heard the footsteps on the stairs again and the killer was back in the room.

‘“Please, I’ve told you everything I know,” said Anil desperately. “And I haven’t seen your face. I won’t tell a soul about any of this, I swear.”

‘I heard a container being opened, saw the killer’s boots again right next to the bed, and then a clear liquid was being poured all over Sharon. It only took me a moment to work out that it was petrol. She coughed and spluttered, trying in vain to wriggle out of the way. Anil was crying and begging now and I could feel my own panic setting in as I realized that I too could be burned alive up there. I almost rolled out from under the bed and made a break for it then, I was that scared, but somehow managed to stop myself, knowing that there was no way I’d make it.

‘“Who have you told about the attack?” demanded the killer.

‘“MI5 know.”

‘“What do they know?”

‘“Just that there’s going to be an attack soon, but they don’t know when, where, or who’s going to be doing it.’

‘“So how have they left it with you?”

‘“They’ve told me to keep pumping Karim for information. To find out everything I can.”

‘“Have they bugged his house?”

‘“Yes.”

‘“And is he under surveillance?”

‘“Yes.”

‘“Right now?”

‘“I don’t know, but I would think almost certainly. Look …” Anil hesitated. “Please don’t hurt my wife. I’ve told you everything I know.”

‘The killer made another sudden movement and once again Anil cried out in animal pain.

‘“Tell me the details of the attack.”

‘“I’ve told you all I know, I swear it.”

‘The killer took a step forward. His boots were no more than two feet from my body as he stood directly in front of Anil.

‘Anil kept insisting that he’d told him everything he knew but the killer kept repeating the same question anyway, his demeanour completely calm, as if he was used to doing this sort of thing; and then I heard the sound of more duct tape being ripped off the roll and Anil’s words became nothing more than muffled grunts.

‘I heard the sound of cutting, and Anil shook violently in the chair. I don’t know how long it lasted – thankfully I don’t think it was more than a few seconds – but eventually Anil’s gasps subsided and the killer took a step back, ripping the tape away from his mouth. This time Anil didn’t make a sound and the room was suddenly very quiet.

‘The killer cleared his throat. “So, Anil, let’s start again. What do you know about the attack? Tell me everything. There are still other bits I can remove.”

‘But the only response was Anil’s ragged breathing.

‘I heard the sound of something else being cut, and Anil seemed to shiver in the chair for a moment before becoming still.

‘More blood was now dripping on to the floor and the killer let go of the chair. I thought he’d go then but I felt a surge of terror as he started rifling through drawers and cupboards, knowing he was bound to look under the bed, and then …

‘I froze. My entire body tensed up. I didn’t dare look anywhere but upwards, hoping that if he found me then he’d at least make it quick. I thought of my two sons then, far away across separate oceans, and wondered if I’d ever see them again, and how torn up they’d be if they lost their mother in circumstances like these. That was the thing about the boys. They were both so caring and it would prey on their minds that my last moments were so terrifying.

‘And so I waited. And waited. Wondering how much longer I had left. Because the thing about this killer was he didn’t seem to be in any hurry. Beside me, Sharon lay on her side, thankfully facing the other way, moaning faintly, the blood from her wound staining the carpet around her.

‘I heard a cupboard door shut and the intruder’s boots approached the bed.

‘He was going to look under. Jesus, he was going to look.

‘But he didn’t. Instead he strode round the bed, stopped in front of Sharon and shot her twice in the face.

‘Her body arched once, her hands falling to her sides, and then she was still.

‘I heard the killer walk into the en suite, leaving the door open. He put the gun down on one of the tops before unzipping himself and starting to pee.

‘I had a simple choice. Stay there and almost certainly be discovered, or get up and run.

‘I’ve always been impulsive. It’s how I ended up married and pregnant at nineteen, so it hasn’t always served me well, but I knew I only had a split second to make my decision.

‘I rolled out from under the bed on the opposite side to the en suite and jumped to my feet. And then as I turned to run – I couldn’t help it – I glanced across at the en suite, barely registering the sight of Anil sitting, head slumped, in the chair. The killer had been wearing some kind of mask but he’d pulled it up over his head so his face was visible. Our eyes met. He stared at me in surprise and, before he could go for the gun, which was sitting on the toilet cistern, I bolted out of the bedroom door, slamming it behind me, ran over to the top of the staircase and took the stairs three and four at a time, so desperate was I to get out of there.

‘But he was fast. I could hear his heavy footfalls as he ran through the bedroom, and as I reached the ground floor I could hear him coming through the bedroom door after me.

‘I ran through the open-plan lounge to the front door, which I tried to yank open. But it wouldn’t budge.

‘The killer was coming down the stairs now and any second I was going to be in his line of sight. I knew he was a steady shot too, after seeing the way he’d calmly put two bullets in Sharon’s face, so he was going to have no problem putting one in the back of my head.

‘Trying not to panic, I saw that the door had been bolted from the inside. Not daring to look behind me in case he was there taking aim, I threw back the bolt, opened the door and then I was outside, a cold bite of fresh air hitting my face.

‘I slammed the door behind me to give myself an extra second and kept running, screaming at the top of my lungs. Despite being so close to London, it was countryside out there and there was a field directly opposite, across the road. But it didn’t look like it would provide any effective cover so I turned an immediate left where a clump of trees rose in the darkness next to Anil’s house.

‘Twenty yards of dirt track separated me from their embrace and I ran that distance with a speed I don’t think I’ve ever mustered before, ignoring the sharp tearing of the stones and grit beneath my bare feet, knowing that at any moment I could be brought down by a bullet.

‘I hit the tree line at pace and kept going, driven by adrenalin. Through the trees I could see the lights of a house no more than thirty yards away. I couldn’t hear the killer behind me but that didn’t mean he wasn’t there. I had to think fast. Anil’s place was in a remote spot. I couldn’t even hear any traffic noise. It was highly likely that no one had heard my scream for help. So, if the killer was as cool under pressure as he appeared to be, he still had time on his side, and might well pursue me into any house where I took shelter. Because the problem was, I’d seen his face. It had only been for a split second but that was enough. I could ID him. I could place him at the scene of a double murder. I was a threat.

‘I had to hide somewhere. I forced myself to look back over my shoulder but all I could see were trees. Turning sharp right away from the house and keeping low, I ran for another ten yards or so before diving under a tangle of brambles and facing back in the general direction I’d come from. I lay as still as possible, trying to keep my breathing as silent as the trees around me.

‘Ten seconds passed. Then twenty. I heard the sound of someone creeping through the undergrowth. It was him. It had to be.

‘I pushed myself hard against the ground, seriously relieved that I’d decided to dress in dark clothing for the date, and held my breath.

‘He was getting closer but I couldn’t see him because I was keeping my face against the dirt so that its paleness didn’t stand out in the gloom.

‘A twig cracked underfoot no more than five yards away and, as I listened, I could hear his slow, steady breathing. He was hunting me. Slowly and methodically. As if he had all the time in the world.

‘“I know you’re in there somewhere,” he called out in an easy sing-song voice, as if this was a game he was playing with a group of children. “I’m going to find you, and when I do …”

‘He was close. Jesus, he was close, and the desire to jump to my feet and bolt was almost overwhelming, but I didn’t move. Still I held my breath. When I was a young girl back in South Africa I’d been a very strong swimmer and I was used to holding my breath for a long time. Once, aged twelve, I’d even managed two and a half minutes. I’d lost some of that ability with age but I was still able to last a lot longer than most people, which was no bad thing because I heard more footfalls in the dirt and realized he was getting even closer.

‘Had he seen me lying there? Was he just toying with me?

‘My body tensed. Waiting.

‘Another footstep. He was almost on top of me. My lungs felt like they were burning up.

‘And then I heard it, somewhere in the distance. The plaintive wail of a siren. It was hard to tell whether or not it was getting closer but that didn’t matter because I heard the killer curse under his breath and then he was running back through the woods, away from me.

‘I allowed myself to breathe but I didn’t move until I heard a car engine starting a couple of minutes later. Then I slowly reached into the back pocket of my jeans and pulled out my mobile. I only had a single bar of signal and, as I dialled 999, still keeping all my wits about me even though I could hear the car driving away, I hoped it was enough.

‘It was. The number rang twice and a female operator picked up. I felt a surge of pure relief.

‘“Which emergency service do you require?”

‘“Police,” I whispered, praying that my nightmare was over. “I want to report a murder.”’


Two

‘SHOCK’S A STRANGE thing. It doesn’t always come when you expect it to. After what I’d seen and heard you’d think I’d be near-enough catatonic and yet I was strangely calm as I sat in a warm kitchen drinking strong, and very tasty, coffee with some soothing classical music playing somewhere in the background.

‘The couple the kitchen belonged to were called Ben and Diane Miller and they were Anil’s nearest neighbours. As soon as I felt safe enough after dialling 999 I’d left my hiding place in the woods and knocked on their front door and, thankfully, they’d let me in. Mr and Mrs Miller were good people – early sixties, both retired and clearly reasonably well off, and I could see they were still very much in love. They’d wrapped me in a blanket and offered me comfort and kind words while we waited for the police to arrive, and their kindness was a real tonic after the savagery of that night. They reminded me of the parents I wish I’d had, and I felt safe in their presence.

‘The first police car arrived fifteen minutes after my call, which wasn’t particularly reassuring given that I was reporting a recent double murder. Neither cop inspired much confidence either. One was middle-aged and fat and looked like he’d have trouble stopping a clock let alone a determined criminal, while the other was so fresh-faced and dinky it looked like he’d just come straight out of school. They’d come to the Millers’ house first to check I was OK and then told me to stay where I was while they investigated. I never saw them again after that.

‘Luckily, though, within minutes the cavalry finally began to arrive in numbers. They soon seemed to be using the Millers’ house as a mobile incident room because I saw armed cops in uniforms, others in white overalls, and serious-looking detectives in crumpled suits, all trooping through downstairs as they passed in and out. Everyone wanted to know how I was, and they got a doctor to give me an examination. He asked me if I was OK, and able to give a statement, and I told him I was fine but asked whether I could give it sooner rather than later, because I was tired, cold and hungry. “I’m sure someone will be with you as soon as they can,” he said reassuringly. But so far no one had come, and the only remaining sign of a police presence was the armed officer standing outside the kitchen door.

‘Mr and Mrs Miller had been sitting with me until a few minutes earlier, but Mr Miller had now gone to find out how long it was going to be before I was finally interviewed while a clearly exhausted Diane got ready for bed.

‘As I took another sip of the coffee, thinking about how life can hit you with some real broadsides sometimes, a tall man in a suit walked into the room. I hadn’t seen him before but his air suggested he was the one in charge.

‘“Miss Kinnear,” he said, putting out a hand. “I’m DI Alan Clarke, the man leading the investigation. You’ve obviously had a very traumatic experience. How are you feeling?”

‘His tone was measured and calm, and he immediately put me at ease. It was, I thought, comforting to know that the good guys in the world still outnumbered the bad ones. He wasn’t bad-looking either, and I had the briefest glance at his ring finger, noting that there wasn’t a ring there.

‘“I’m OK,” I said with a sigh. “It wasn’t exactly how I expected the evening to go though.”

‘“No, I’m sure it wasn’t. And it sounds like you had a very lucky escape. Can I ask what your relationship was to Mr Rahman?”

‘“I thought he was my boyfriend, but it turns out I wasn’t the only woman in his life.”

‘It embarrassed me to have to go into the details but I knew I had to, so I gave him a very brief version of what I’ve just told you, hoping he wouldn’t judge me too harshly.

‘But it seemed he was far more interested in what I’d seen and heard just before Anil had been murdered. “So you were in the room the whole time while the killer tortured Mr Rahman?”

‘I nodded. “That’s right.”

‘“So what did he want?”

‘“Information. He was asking how much Anil – Mr Rahman – knew about an attack. Who he’d talked to about it.” I tried to narrate the whole conversation as I remembered it and, as I spoke, DI Clarke’s expression grew grim. It’s strange but it was only now that I realized the importance of what I’d heard. Beforehand it had been lost amid the sheer terror of what was going on.

‘When I’d finished, DI Clarke made me go through the conversation again. It was clear that the content was worrying him. “I know this is hard for you, Miss Kinnear,” he said when I’d finished for the second time, “but if you remember anything else about the conversation – anything at all – please tell us straight away. Now, did you manage to get a look at the killer?”

‘I was aware of my situation enough to know that if I said yes then that was it – my whole life would change. I’d be what those cop shows on TV called a material witness, obligated to give evidence in any future murder trial. The fear of testifying – or, worse, of becoming a target myself – would hang over me for months, possibly years. I’m a normal woman leading a normal life, just trying to get on, and, more than anything else, I wanted to forget what I’d just been through.

‘So I shook my head. “No, I didn’t. I’m sorry. I was too busy running away.”

‘I took a deep breath, remembering the fear as I’d fled down the stairs, knowing that the sadistic bastard who’d tortured Anil to death was right behind me.

‘“You poor thing,” said DI Clarke, patting me gently on the arm, and it sounded like he meant it. “I’m going to get a couple of my officers to take you over to Watford police station. You’ll be looked after by our specialist liaison people and then, when you’re ready, we’ll take a proper statement. But you’re safe now. It’s all over.”

‘“Thank you,” I said, which was the moment the floodgates opened as the enormity of what I’d just experienced hit home.’


Three

‘TEN MINUTES LATER I was in the back of a patrol car being driven by a cheery female officer and her male companion. They both seemed to want to talk to me, and were obviously trying to make me feel at ease, and I guessed they hadn’t been given the full details of what had happened in Anil’s house. I wasn’t really in the mood for talking and, after I’d made that obvious, they left me alone and carried on yakking together about a colleague of theirs who, they both felt, had been promoted beyond his abilities because of his predilection for kissing the bosses’ arses. They clearly didn’t like him and were making no bones about it. It always amazes me how quickly people in the front of a car forget there’s someone in the back. But their conversation made me feel better. It was good to get back to the normality of everyday gossip.

‘I thought about my decision not to tell DI Clarke I’d seen the killer’s face. I now felt bad about not telling the truth, especially in a case like this. I couldn’t imagine the killer leaving much evidence behind so a positive ID from a witness might make the difference between a verdict of guilt and acquittal. It wasn’t as if I didn’t get a good look at him either. I did. I can picture him now. White, around forty, lean muscular build. I’m pretty sure I’d know him if I saw him again.

‘I kept thinking about it in the car. I’m not the kind of person who turns away from a confrontation. I might be a normal girl but I’ve got a tough edge to me too and shirking my responsibilities like this … It just wasn’t me. I thought about what my dad would advise me to do if he were here now. He’d have said do the right thing, although I’m pretty damn sure he wouldn’t have done the right thing himself. Even so, in that moment I resolved to be honest and admit that I’d seen the killer’s face.

‘But my thoughts were interrupted by the female driver. “Christ, what’s this guy doing?” she said loudly, checking her rearview mirror. “Can’t he see we’re police?”

‘A bright glare suddenly filled the car and, as I looked round, I saw headlights bearing down on us fast.

‘I knew something was wrong. If nothing else, the horrors I’d seen tonight had put me on my guard, so I cowered lower in my seat so I couldn’t be seen.

‘“I’m putting the bloody lights on,” the woman officer continued, sounding truly affronted. “We’re pulling this prick over.”

‘I remembered how cool and methodical Anil’s killer had been. The way he’d walked right into his house and shot Sharon with a single bullet before disabling Anil, all without uttering a word. A man like him was not going to be scared of a couple of unarmed British cops.

‘The rational me – and believe it or not, that was usually the dominant side – told me I was being paranoid, that DI Clarke was right when he’d told me this was all over, and I was making a fool of myself my slinking down in my seat like a frightened dog. But that didn’t stop the fear from coming off me in waves. I was already a murder witness and we were right out in the country here with trees lining both sides of an otherwise empty road. It was the perfect place for an ambush.

‘The other car had pulled out now and was coming alongside. The male cop turned round in his seat to address me. “Don’t worry,” he said. “I promise we won’t be long. But we’ve got to stop—”

‘“Christ, he’s got a gun!” yelled the female cop, her voice almost a shriek.

‘I dived down in the seat as the windows exploded in a burst of automatic gunfire, spraying me with glass.

‘I heard rather than saw the female cop topple over in her seat and the car immediately veered out of control. The male cop cursed, leaning down in the passenger seat and grabbing the wheel as a second burst of automatic gunfire shattered the night air. The patrol car mounted the kerb, bumping heavily over uneven ground as the male cop fought in vain to control it.

‘I could feel the car slowing but we were still going at a hell of a pace, the undergrowth scraping the paintwork. Then, without warning, it slammed into a tree with a huge crunch and I was thrown bodily against the back of the front seats.

‘The night was suddenly silent bar the moans of the male cop. I wasn’t sure if he’d been shot or not but he looked dazed and hurt. I didn’t move or speak. It felt like I was watching a movie and had no control over events. All I could do was watch as the male cop forced open the passenger door and stumbled outside.

‘He was wobbling on his feet like a drunk as he looked back in the direction of the road, and I clicked off my seatbelt, knowing there was no point just lying there. I had to help him.

‘But as I lifted my body off the seat, more shots rang out. I dived back down and, turning my head, I was just in time to see the cop go down.

‘The gunman was still there. I was trapped. With my heart thumping in my chest, I lay as still as I could, face down across the back seats, playing dead.

‘I remember seeing a pair of photos on the internet a couple of years back that have always stayed with me. The first one showed a group of blindfolded Iraqi soldiers kneeling in a row before a mass grave while a long line of black-clad Islamic State fighters stood behind them, aiming their assault rifles as they prepared to fire. The second showed the soldiers all lying dead inside the grave, blood pooling under their corpses, while their executioners celebrated. What had chilled me the most was imagining the terror those poor soldiers must have felt as they waited for the inevitable bullet, and at the time I’d thanked God that something like that would never happen to me thousands of miles away in safe, comfortable England.

‘And now I too was waiting for that inevitable bullet, knowing that I was utterly helpless. I’d been lucky earlier under that bed, but now it seemed that my luck had run right out.

‘A minute passed. I know this because I counted the seconds in my head. But nothing happened. The night remained silent bar the ringing in my ears from the noise of the gunfire.

‘I kept counting. When I reached a hundred I began to feel the first glimmer of hope. By the time I hit two hundred I was sure the gunman must have fled the scene. Surely even someone as confident as him wouldn’t hang around?

‘And then I heard it. The rumble of an engine nearby, followed by the sound of approaching footsteps.

‘I lay there, still expecting the worst, right up until the moment I heard the words “Jesus Christ, call 999, they’re all dead” through the shattered car window.

‘Then I looked up, saw the terrified face of a guy in his twenties, and felt an overwhelming sense of relief.

‘The nightmare was finally over.’

I sighed and took a sip of water, bringing my thoughts away from the violence of the night and back to this cramped little room. My hands had stopped shaking and I felt calm as I looked at the two officers in turn.

DS Anji Abbott nodded slowly, her expression inscrutable. ‘That’s quite a story,’ she said at last.

‘It seems you’re a very lucky woman,’ said DC Seamus Jeffs, and something about his tone suggested he didn’t entirely believe my version of events, although God knows why.

‘Or unlucky,’ I said. ‘To get involved with someone like Anil Rahman. If I hadn’t met him none of this would have happened.’

DC Jeffs nodded slowly, not looking entirely convinced, but I let it go.

‘How are the two police officers I was with in the car doing?’ I asked. ‘Did they make it?’

‘I’m afraid not,’ said DS Abbott. ‘Now there are just a few details of your story we need to go over. Are you OK with that?’

I nodded.

‘We’re particularly interested in the information the killer wanted from Mr Rahman.’ Like DI Clarke back at the Millers’ house, she made me go through the conversation again before the two of them questioned me about various parts of my testimony.

‘One final thing we need to clarify,’ said DS Abbott. ‘How many men were in the car that ambushed you on the road tonight?’

‘I don’t know. I didn’t see anyone. I was too busy ducking down in the seat.’

‘Was the car being driven erratically?’

‘It was being driven fast.’

‘That’s not what I meant. We’re trying to work out whether one person was driving the car while another was doing the shooting, because from what we can gather, the shots to the officers in the front of the car you were travelling in were very accurate, and that would have been extremely hard to achieve for someone who was driving at the same time.’

I thought about this for a moment. ‘The car didn’t seem to me like it was being driven erratically, so I’m thinking there were probably two people in it.’ I shuddered, and took another sip of the water. ‘Jesus. I hadn’t thought about that. So there could be more than one killer.’

The two officers exchanged glances before DS Abbott replied. ‘That seems the most likely explanation. But you only saw and heard one at the house?’

I nodded. ‘That’s right. There was definitely only one person there.’

The room fell silent for a few seconds while the two of them digested this information.

‘So what happens now?’ I asked.

‘We don’t know yet,’ said DS Abbott, ‘but I’ve got to be honest with you. This was clearly an organized killing and, as a witness who’s seen the face of at least one of the killers, you’re a target. At the moment you’re perfectly safe. We’ve got armed officers outside the door, outside the ward, and outside the hospital. No one’s going to come for you tonight, but you’re going to need full-time police protection going forward.’

I swallowed. ‘For how long?’

‘For as long as it takes,’ said DS Abbott. ‘In the meantime, I need to talk to my boss. I’m sorry.’ And, with that final apology, delivered as if I’d just been diagnosed with cancer, she and DC Jeffs got to their feet and excused themselves, leaving me alone in the room and, it seemed, in the world.


Four

Ray Mason

THERE ARE A million ways to get somebody to talk but these days a police officer’s pretty limited in the ones he can use. As you’re all no doubt aware, suspects in the UK have all kinds of rights. If you’re one of the bad guys you’ll know them all by heart, and if by some complete mischance of fate you’re still a bit of an amateur and you haven’t picked them up yet, don’t worry. Your lawyer, who you don’t have to pay for, will give you all the info you need. A cop can’t hit you; he can’t threaten you; he can’t coerce you. Shit, he can’t even lie to you. We can put you under pressure, of course, and try to get you to cooperate that way, but only if we’ve got a solid wall of evidence to back our accusations up. Even in these technologically advanced times, with cameras on every street corner, and DNA tests on a single speck of dust that can pinpoint your presence at a crime scene, it’s still not that easy to get a result.

As a cop, you’ve got to learn to be inventive. Which was why I was at the Dungeon of Desire, aka 23 Gladstone Crescent, a rundown end-of-terrace house in an area of Hackney that’s so far gallantly resisted gentrification, at half past midnight on a weekday night.

‘He’s in the room at the top of the stairs,’ said Madame Sin, aka Ola Wercieska, the proprietor of the establishment. She was smoking a cigarette and wearing thigh-high black leather boots, black fishnet tights, and a corset that looked like it might explode under the pressure of her girth. She was not a happy woman but then she hadn’t been expecting my visit, and wasn’t best pleased about the way I’d pushed past her boyfriend, Pietr, who provided the dungeon’s security, even though he was all of ten stone and looked like the ‘Before’ picture in a muscleman ad. Pietr was now sitting with his head down, also smoking a cigarette, and doing his best to avoid Ola’s steely gaze.

‘You promise you won’t bust me, right?’ she demanded, turning the steely gaze back on me.

‘I promise. I just want to have a chat with him and then I’ll be out of your hair for ever.’

‘He’s a good customer,’ she said ruefully. ‘But he doesn’t smell right.’

‘People like him never do. Is he, er, clothed?’

She pulled a face. ‘No. Sadly not.’

And so it was with a heavy heart that I climbed the stairs, opened the door and entered the dungeon.

The man I was after was lying naked and spreadeagled on a bed with stained sheets, his wrists and ankles chained to metal posts at each corner, his whole body shivering with anticipation at the return of Madame Sin. At least I hoped it was him. It wasn’t immediately obvious as he was wearing a black PVC gimp mask that covered his whole head, with no eyeholes and just an open zipper across his mouth allowing him to speak, which made a positive ID pretty much impossible. More interestingly, he was also clad in what appeared to be a pair of steel and PVC underpants with a penis-shaped cage sticking out from the groin at a curved forty-five-degree angle, presumably to stifle erection. It made my eyes water just looking at it.

However, since Madame Sin only ran a very small operation, alongside her cousin Katja – aka Dark Mistress – who I could hear administering punishment in the room opposite, I was pretty confident I had my man.

On the far side of the bed, and blocking the window, was a ceiling-high set of shelves that looked like an Ann Summer display, containing whips, dildos, paddles, strap-ons, more whips, and a few things I’d never seen before, with functions I didn’t even want to hazard a guess at. Behind the shelves, the window frame rattled as a train came rumbling past on the embankment next to the house.

‘Jesus,’ I said, stopping at the foot of the bed. ‘It actually does smell like a dungeon in here.’

Joe Thomas immediately stopped shivering with anticipation and instead began flailing in his bonds, looking round blindly as he tried to work out what was going on. ‘Who the hell are you?’ he demanded in a strong northern Irish accent. His tone was belligerent but there was a nervous edge to it.

‘Hold on a minute,’ I said. ‘I’m just taking a photo.’

I lifted my phone and took one of him lying there in all his glory. The train had gone past now and the click of the camera shot was loud in the room. I took a second one for good measure.

‘You put that fucking camera away and let me out of here’, he called out angrily. ‘Or I’ll make you bloody sorry.’

‘Really?’ I said. ‘And how do you propose to do that? The great joy, I’m assuming, of being tied up like this is the complete surrender of all control to someone else. But it also makes you very vulnerable, doesn’t it?’

I pressed the phone to video, pressed record, and filmed myself unzipping the gimp mask and yanking it off his head, revealing a pale, plump-faced man in his fifties with a neatly-trimmed grey beard and not much hair. He turned his head away from the camera, struggling against his bonds, as I continued filming, but it didn’t do him any good.

When I’d got everything I needed, I finished filming and put the phone away.

Joe Thomas stopped moving and stared at me for a few seconds while I stared back.

‘Who are you?’ he said at last, calmer now.

‘I’m a man who holds your fate in his hands,’ I replied, locking my eyes on his. ‘I know all about you, Joe Thomas. I know where you live, the name of your wife. The names of your children, including the illegitimate one from your affair. I know the names of your friends from your days in the IRA, men who are now dissident republicans actively planning attacks on British soil. And I know you share their views, Tom. You might be an upstanding businessman and important member of your local church on the outside but you’re still prepared to help the cause when you can, and I know you’re in active contact with them.’

‘You can’t prove any of this.’

‘Maybe not. You’re careful, I’ll give you that. But then I don’t need to prove it, do I? Because I know that if I release these photos and this video with details of where they were taken, your reputation as a hard man, as a family man – it’ll be utterly destroyed. You’ll be an outcast; a leper. A laughing stock. Your wife and kids will disown you. Your whole life will turn to shit.’ I paused, letting the words sink in. ‘Unless you do something to help me.’ 

Thomas’s eyes narrowed. ‘What?’ 

‘You’re going to become my informant,’ I told him. ‘I know that you know people in dissident republican ranks. People who matter. These guys respect you, they trust you. Most importantly, Joe
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